Bringing the Market in, Letting the Science out. Neoliberal Educational Reform in Romania.  by Nicolescu, Valentin Quintus & Neaga, Diana Elena
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  142 ( 2014 )  104 – 110 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877-0428 © 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of the Alexandru Ioan Cuza University.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.07.595 
ScienceDirect
CIEA 2014 
Bringing the market in, letting the science out. Neoliberal 
educational reform in Romania. 
Valentin Quintus Nicolescua*, Diana Elena Neagaa 
aNicolae Titulescu University, 185 Calea Văcăreúti,  District 4, 040051, Bucharest, Romania 
Abstract 
The “factory” logic and the focus on career-driven, market oriented neoliberal policies in higher education have dramatically 
shifted the focus of education and research, as well as altering the fundamental values and tenets of traditional academic life. 
In our paper we will try to explore the impact of neoliberal reforms in higher education in a post-communist country – 
Romania. Therefore, we are trying to answer a number of research questions: what are the main characteristics of neoliberal 
ideology? How are they reflected in policy decisions throughout the world, particularly in the higher education area?  In this 
context, what is the impact of neoliberal policies and practices for the Romanian higher education system? 
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Our paper focuses on the impact of neoliberal reforms and policies on the Romanian higher education system. 
In other words, we are trying to explore the neoliberal policy outputs in the particular case of the Romanian 
higher education, and also the way in which neoliberalism has become an embedded ideological structure in both 
discourse and policy making in this area. Therefore, we are trying to answer a number of research questions: 
what are the main characteristics of neoliberal ideology? How are they reflected in policy decisions throughout 
the world, particularly in the higher education area?  In this context, what is the impact of neoliberal policies and 
practices for the Romanian higher education system? 
We aim to answer these questions by first examining the doctrinal bases of the neoliberal ideology and 
establishing an operational framework of core ideological characteristics. Secondly, we will try to identify main 
neoliberal forms of policy and practice in different countries, in order to see if a general model could be pointed 
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out. Thirdly, we will take a look at the Romanian case, in order to attempt an assessment of neoliberal elements 
present in higher education, especially after the 2012 reform. We will have a particular focus on the way in 
which the system is financed and on the impact it has on the quality of academic life and research. Secondly, we 
will also try to look at the standards set for university ranking and for career advancement in higher education 
and on the impact they have on Romanian academic life.  
1. From political theory to ideology: defining neoliberalism. 
Finding a consensus in the academic world regarding an operational definition and basic characteristics of 
neoliberalism proves to be quite a difficult task. It seems that, although there’s a rich body of critical literature 
concerned with neoliberalism as a global hegemonic ideology, there’s little to no evidence of an accepted 
formula, most of the authors admitting that this particular strand of liberalism escapes efforts to be constrained 
into a simple definition (Saad-Filho & Johnston, 2005, 2). A brief survey of some of the research concerned with 
neoliberalism or its effects illustrates this difficulty and also underlines some of the issues causing the problems 
encountered by those trying to formulate a clear definition (Mirowski, in Mirowski & Plehwe, 2009, 421). In 
terms of policies, neoliberalism appears to be associated with both democratic and authoritarian or even 
totalitarian regimes, while as a global discourse is usually linked to the transnational corporate actors, 
international financial institutions and generally, with the globalization process. In our opinion, this confusing 
state of affairs can be surpassed by using a methodological distinction between political theory, ideology and 
policy decisions in regard to neoliberalism. In other words, we distinguish between the abstract, philosophical 
aspect of neoliberalism, represented by the political and economical thought of theorists like Hayek, Friedman or 
Röpke, its ideological dimension, present in the public discourse of parties, media, international organizations or 
other relevant actors and the policy dimension, embodied by various decisions regarding public policy at 
national, regional or international level. Thus, if not able to propose a clear definition, we hope to offer at least a 
better understanding of neoliberalism and of its complexity.  
When examining the first of the three aforementioned dimensions it is possible to identify a number of 
intellectual sources of neoliberal thought, the most important being the Austrian School of Economic Thought, 
the Mont Pèlerin Society and the post-WW II German (neo-) liberal group around Wilhelm Röpke and the Ordo: 
Jahrbuch für die Ordnung on Wirtshaft und Gesellschaft journal. Although they differ substantially in their 
approach to liberalism, there are clearly identifiable common tenets which constitute the nucleus of 
contemporary neoliberal approach.  
Perhaps the most important contribution of the Austrian School (Carl Menger, Ludwig von Mises, Eugen von 
Böhm-Bawerk) is represented by the subjective theory of value (that the value of a good is determined by its 
marginal utility for the buyer), which not only rewrote contemporary economic science, but equally influenced 
the 20th century liberal political thought, from neo-liberals to right wing libertarians. The consequences for 
political theory of the subjective theory of value are far-reaching: first and foremost it dismisses the state as a 
legitimate actor within society, particularly in terms of its redistributive capacities, due to the implicit negative 
influence it may have on the free pursuit of individual choices and life-plans, therefore restraining state authority 
to a minimum and provided a powerful argument against economic planning. Secondly, it contested the very core 
of utopian and totalitarian ideologies, such as communism and fascism, by arguing against the possibility of a 
“general good” of the entire society which could be imposed from above (eg state or party level). In other words, 
no other social entity but me can establish what is good for me and what I need for myself in order to lead a good 
life, thus creating the very idea of the individual as the real engine of the economy, setting the basis of what will 
later be called by Shumpeter “methodologic individualism” (Shulak & Unterköfler, 2011, 15; Cubeddu, 1993, 
74-84). The subjective theory of value also provided the basis for one of the most important neoliberal credo – 
the belief that the concept of free market alone can represent the solution for all social and political problems, a 
vision that could be synthesized as the economic theory of democracy (Mirowski, in Mirowski & Plehwe, 2009, 
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434). All these traits of thought will be developed later in the 20th century by the intellectuals associated with the 
Mont Pèlerin Society, and to a lesser extend by the German ordo-liberals, in the tensioned ideological 
environment of the Second World War and of the Cold War. This “renewal” of liberalism, as it was intended by 
its initiators (Turner, 2008, 47) would finally take a very particular shape, centered specifically on the economic 
dimension and deriving all of its social or political ideas from it. The Mont Pèlerin Society represents the core 
group of intellectuals engaged in the neo-liberal reformation of liberal thought during the second half of the 20th 
century. Although they are not an unitary movement per se, but more of a “thought collective”, as Mirowski and 
Plehwe are defining them (Mirowski & Plehwe, 2009), the Mont Pèlerin Society succeeded in (re)constructing a 
theoretical framework which, although centered around methodological individualism and economic rationality, 
had as main purpose to formulate a coherent political vision aimed against collectivist ideologies, not simply an 
economical one. It was clearly an endeavor targeting the intellectual elite, with the sole purpose of gaining a 
necessary critical mass that would eventually restore what Mont Pèlerin Society perceived as classical liberal 
ideology and political theory. Its ideological project was, no less, than to “construct a ‘liberal utopia’ based on 
the principles of free trade and freedom of opportunity, regardless of how small its prospects of early realization 
may be, so as to challenge the present socialist one” (Turner, 2008, 70). 
This direction of thought, although justified during the fierce ideological competition of the Cold War, did not 
became the dominant ideological discourse until the severe economical crisis of the 1970’s and 80’s, when it 
made the transition from the field of political theory to that of the ideology, by being adopted as a political credo 
by preeminent politicians such as Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan. This is the period when major 
reinterpretations were made, when a simplified version of the previously theoretical thought was laid down and 
generated policy decisions, in the name of synthetic slogans such as – efficiency, deregulation, limiting state 
intervention, competitiveness, and free market virtues. Neoliberalism attained its contemporary form, centered on 
the three pillars: “the benevolence of the free market, minimal state intervention and regulation of the economy, 
and the individual as a rational economic actor” (Saunders, 2010, 45), and losing almost all of its previous 
political dimensions, as formulated by its doctrinaires. Perhaps the most important change during this period is 
the spillover effect of neoliberalism from the economical and the political realm to other areas of human activity, 
such as education or even private relationships (Mirowski, in Mirowski & Plehwe, 2009, 439): the market 
principle is seen as a solution for any type of problem and therefore, if a particular domain experiences troubles, 
then the logical answer is the implementation (implying the creation) of the market, which would lead by itself 
towards the solution. We would like to conclude by offering perhaps the best example which synthesizes the 
contemporary neoliberal vision: World Bank’s Structural Adjustment Program, emphasizing free market, 
privatization, eliminating government subsides, reducing government’s economic regulations, and decreasing the 
role of the private sector in managing public services (Bond, 2003, 330; Fourcade-Gourinchas & Babb, 2002, 
533-4). 
 
2. Neoliberalism and higher education – the global impact. 
The spillover phenomenon mentioned above has impacted various areas, including education. Leading 
examples are in this respect, the American and the British cases, which provided the blueprint for what later 
became the global aspect of neoliberalism in higher education. This follows an older pattern, identified by Derek 
Bok (2003) as the commercialization of education. According to some authors (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Levin, 
2006, 75), originating in the budgetary cutbacks of late 1970’s and 1980’s, the market-oriented university made 
its appearance. Off course, the cutbacks are not the sole origin of the current global situation in higher education 
(Bok, 2003, 20), but they nevertheless played a crucial role. The expansion of the market in the higher education 
domain originated in a much more complex setting, but eventually, regardless of the particular contexts in which 
it appeared, it acquired a number of common global traits which made it appear as a unitary, coherent process: 
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the accent placed on generating revenue, the goal of economic efficiency, the reliance on external, non-tenured 
personnel in order to reduce spending and also to shift the direction of the decision making processes in the 
university from the academic body to the managerial, entrepreneurial one (Saunders, 2010, 54), shifting the focus 
toward tax-paying students or the central goal (even in the case of humanist universities) of linking the university 
to the labor market by tuning it’s curricular offer to the needs of the private firms seen as potential hirers of the 
student population (and therefore strengthening the role of the universities as service providers).  Other authors, 
such as Torres (2009, 15-16) identify a formal neoliberal agenda at the European level regarding public higher 
education, embodied in OECD driven policy incentives. This agenda includes “a drive toward privatization and 
decentralization of public education, a movement toward educational standards, and the testing of academic 
achievement to determine the quality of education at the level of students, schools and teachers. Accountability is 
another key tenet of the model”. 
3. The case of Romanian higher education system 
Perhaps one of the easiest ways of identifying the manner in which neoliberal paradigm operates in Romanian 
higher education is to analyze the logic behind the financing the system. The particularity of Romanian higher 
education, as for the entire continental European one, is that the most prestigious and sought after are the public 
universities, not the private ones (as it is the case in the American system for example). Analyzing the financing 
of the public higher education and specifically the humanistic one is that more relevant due to the fact that, apart 
from the “facultative” character of this type of education, its inner logic should be one that will ensure equal 
opportunities, promoting socially accepted values and to correct the imperfections of the market – thus a 
complementary logic, if not an opposing one, to that of the neoliberal market. 
In Romania exists a dedicated institution for financing higher education – the National Council for Higher 
Education Financing (CNFIS) – “promoting constant growth in terms of quality of the higher education system 
[…], ensuring for all  citizens equal opportunities to have access to higher education” (www.cnfis.ro, accessed in 
1.03.2014). Nevertheless, a careful analysis of the objectives assumed by the CNFIS brings to light the neoliberal 
discourse in terms of public policy, reflected also trough the Ministry of Education, Research, Youth and Sport 
(MECTS) and the Law of Education from 2012 and their assumed objectives, the first of which – considered to 
be of national interest – being that of “transforming higher education in Romania into an active factor of 
economic growth and of social development of the entire country” (www.cnfis.ro, accessed in 1.03.2014). 
According to this, the main purpose of the educational system is to produce economic effects, seen as a rational 
solution for the social problems existing in Romanian society today. This implies that Romania’s higher 
education future direction of development is inextricably locked within the market logic, abandoning its natural 
humanistic principles. Affirming the market-university dyad as a constitutive principle of higher education is to 
have further, deeper effects on academic life, from orienting research to reframing the student-university 
relationship. 
Another element which underlines the “corporatization of higher education”, as Nicolaus Mills puts it in his 
analysis regarding the American higher education system (Mills, 2012), is represented by the objective criteria 
for finance allocation. Financing higher education has three main components: basic financing – referring to 
personnel and material spending, allocated under the “resources follow the student” principle; supplemental 
financing, comprised from the following components: supplemental financing based on excellence (FSE), the 
preferential financing of master’s and doctoral programs in advanced sciences and technologies, of programs 
held in foreign languages and of doctoral programs held in partnership with foreign entities (FSEP), enhancing 
the institutional capacity and managerial efficiency (FSCM) and assuming by higher education institutions of an 
active role both locally and regionally (FSL); financing of specific projects aiming for institutional development 
– depending on the overall quality of the respective projects, on their potential impact and sustainability. 
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We shall examine these principles more closely. The “resources follow the student” principle, valid for the 
basic financing is based on the logic of global financing and its main effect consists on the pressure put on the 
universities regarding the diversification of their financing sources. This proved to be an ever growing source of 
pressure in the Romanian context where, due to the eventual cease of the effects of the pro-natality policies 
implemented during the communist regime – therefore drastically reducing the number of potential students – 
determined the increase of the educational offer in terms of numbers of courses and specializations. The situation 
was worsened by the growing numbers of private-owned universities appearing in the last 24 years. Therefore 
the numbers of (potential) students being on the decrease, due to their autonomy, the universities were pressured 
towards either finding new sources of funding or to transfer part of the financial burden on their students. The 
effects are highly visible. 
 1. The obsession for writing and winning projects and other various funding applications - mostly oriented 
towards the market and less towards research (also an effect of limited resources allocated by the state for 
education as a whole – just about 1.9 billions in 2014, and 1.7 for 2013). This is easily observable by analyzing 
the evaluation standards regarding the accession to positions in the academic hierarchy, which usually require 
grant seeking abilities and experience. To offer but a few examples: the regulations regarding tenured positions 
at the Babeú-Bolyai University in Cluj, approved by the University Senate in 31st of May 2011 (www.ubbcluj.ro) 
or the conditions for eligibility to apply for a postdoctoral program in the National School of Political Science 
and Public Administration, in Bucharest (www.snspa.ro). Similarly, the standards regarding the access to jobs in 
higher education require also the quantum of the grants received – 100.000 lei. The points given for such grants 
are 4 for foreign funds and 2 for national funds, whilst the points given for the initiation of new study programs 
is 1 per program. This hierachization reflects an anomaly of the system, the criterion of fund origin is clearly 
irrelevant, and expresses at best a double standard of evaluation that devaluates trust in Romanian funding 
entities (perhaps indirectly confirming the corruption present in the Romanian system). The hierarhization of the 
two indices could be understood only according to the neoliberal logic, underlining the economic and financial 
dimension of the process and less on the substantive aspects of educational practice. Particular types of projects 
are those financed through European programs, and these have a particular significance for several reasons. First 
of all, these funds are not research-oriented, but structural funds, usually POS-DRU. There is a research 
component involved, but it has a secondary importance in the “economy” of the project, and usually is nothing 
but basic research meant to offer support and/or knowledge on the matter which is to be implemented by the 
project. This means that, first of all, the quality of the research is not the aim for this type of funding, the 
bureaucracy involved in the reimbursement process does not pay attention to the content, but to the form of the 
received documents; consequently, there is no peer reviewing of this type of “scientific” activity, and therefore 
little to no scientific value in the results.  
Secondly, this type of funding grants access to large amount of (easy) money therefore is particularly 
appealing for the universities who seem to be always financially challenged. A consequence of this state of 
affairs is the increased bureaucratization of universities, the growth of the managerial body’s power, and the slow 
demise of the classical approach to research, at least in the humanities. The obvious effect is, that „the professor 
who takes time out from teaching and research to devote him- or herself to administration for a few years 
increasingly is an anachronism”, as Mills (2012) puts it. 
2. A new, permanent administrative class now dominates public higher education – the “academic capitalism” 
(Levin, 2006, 62) pressures higher education teachers and/or researchers to make a shift from traditional 
activities to administrative, managerial and entrepreneurial activities. This development is also formally valued 
in relation to career advancement and evaluation, receiving in the Romanian case the most points after authored, 
coordinated or edited books. Similarly, this process leads to the multiplication of European funds management 
departments in Romanian universities e.g.  the European Funds Department at the University of Craiova, the 
European Programs Office at the Babeú-Bolyai Univesity in Cluj-Napoca, the Project Management Department – 
Structural Funds at the A.I. Cuza University in Iaúi and so forth. 
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3.  The increase of the number of tax-paying students in public Romanian universities – the institutional 
framework regulating higher education financing in Romania represents a formal constraint for universities to 
compete for tax-paying students in order to finance their education (Miroiu & ğeca, 2013, 19). The 
decreasing/constant numbers of potential students, and the increased number of universities (both public and 
private) means that the competition for newly enrolled students leads to a decrease in terms of tax quantum, 
consequently implying a decrease in the nominal sums invested per capita in education, and therefore a decrease 
in education quality. Or, as Adrian Miroiu (2005, 3) puts it: “the decrease of quality is explainable in terms of 
dire under-financing, and by the tendency manifested by universities to overdevelop institutionally in order to be 
able to enrol a bigger number of students solely for financial gains”. Even the CNFIS annual report in 2012 states 
that “exhausting the opportunities to compensate for the chronic under-funding from public sources” requires “an 
increase in the number of tax-paying students” (CNFIS, 2013, 3) In pure neoliberal logic, a market is created 
where it did not existed before, and it is expected to solve the problems of financing education by itself, thus 
replacing the state (Teixeira, Jongloed, Amaral & Dill, 2004, 5). In discursive terms though, this type of market 
behaviour illustrates (again, if needed) the neoliberal approach: tax paying students are said to be made more 
responsible and, at the same time, the vision or the definition of the student changed: nowadays is understood as 
a customer, acquiring a particular good (i.e. education) from the market (Saunders, 2010, 43). 
When looking at the supplemental financing, we see that the best element favouring an analysis of the 
principles and values assumed in Romanian higher education system is represented by the criteria in relation to 
which this type of financing is realized: the evaluation results leading to university hierachization and 
classification (relating also to the various academic programs), the ranking process. The approaches in this area 
from an organizational perspective are, in our opinion, a clear expression of neoliberal logic applied to higher 
education: the goal model, relating to effectiveness, which is measured by the extent to which the respective 
organization (e.g. universities) are able to accomplish their goals; the system resource model – where 
effectiveness is measured by the extent to which the organizations manages to obtain the resources it needs; the 
process model – relates to effectiveness  considered in terms of organizational health, efficiency and well-
organized internal processes; the participant satisfaction model – effectiveness seen in relation to the extent to 
which the needs and expectations are meet by the main constituencies (Cameron, 1981, 25-26). 
Here we encounter what Nicholas Mills (2012) calls the “rank tyranny”: “The most visible sign of the 
corporatization of higher education lies in the commitment that colleges and universities have made to winning 
the ratings”. This phenomenon characterises the perverse effects of performance measurement (Bruin, 2002, 17-
33): performance measurement is an incentive for strategic behaviour, therefore orienting the agents (here the 
universities) to concentrate on fulfilling the criteria set by the evaluation standards, thus blocking innovation and 
sending valuable research into the background, by undervaluing it. In this case, the absence of grant(s) 
coordination forbids a potential candidate to obtain the title of professor, and consequently that of PhD 
coordinator, even though he or she has the necessary qualities for mentoring. Last but not least, „performance 
measurement drives out the professional attitude: no quality, no system responsibility, more bureaucracy” (Bruin, 
2002, 17-33). Well aware of these potential pitfalls, the Romanian CNFIS considers “that at least part of the 
supplementary financing should allow the Education Ministry to encourage other forms of excellence and public 
utility, which perhaps have not been sufficiently incorporate in the hierarchization results of the universities” 
(CNFIS, 2013, 53).   
4. Conclusion 
In our article we tried to explore some of the lines trough which the global neoliberal trend in higher 
education is manifesting itself in the Romanian context. We can identify at least two major factors favouring the 
expansion of the neoliberal influence – the chronic under-financing of the system, which is an avatar of the post-
communist transition and of subsequent reforms in education, and the fact that the Romanian system is 
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increasingly interconnected with the global one, particularly through the institutional ties linking all members of 
the European Union, as a consequence of its joining in 2007 (e.g. the Bologna process). At the same time, there 
can be identified two secondary factors – the decrease of the number of potential students (as a consequence of 
the abolition of the communist pro-natality legislation), and the increase of the number of private (and public) 
higher education institutions, creating the prerequisites for the commodification of education in the Romanian 
case. The consequences of this process are important: Romanian public universities shifted their focus from 
teaching and research towards funding opportunities, usually taking the path of accessing the structural European 
funds, which in turn resulted in an increase of bureaucratization and of the power of the managerial personnel; in 
the search for financial equilibrium, teaching falls more and more frequently onto PhD candidates and non-tenure 
personnel, while the professorial body became more and more burdened by administrative work.   
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